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II .
.TRANSLATION OF AN ARTICLE FROM THE LIESTAL NEWSPAPER
21 OCTOBER 1915

An Ocean Journey by a Liestalerin During the World War
When a mother with four small children
travelled to America, the eldest of which was
barely over seven, and the youngest was still
hanging on her back -- it was indeed a daring
endeavor. It would have been worthy of mention even in peacetime.
All her friends in Liestal and in the Kanton
far and wide must take joy in receiving word of
an ocean journey, by our beloved Liestalerin and
her four children who on May 27, 1915, left
Basel and once more passed through Liestal. What must have been her feelings as she started
for America in the middle of a World War,
shortly after Italy had also joined in the conflict!
Despite many interruptions, forebodings,
official interviews, warnings of bombers, torpedoes, floating mines, robbers on the journey,
etc. etc. But her devotion to a far-away husband
was greater than her fears and tears. Her faith
and trust were stronger than all the problems of
taking care of four very young children.
She travelled alone, without any help, with
all her luggage, while at the same time devoting
her time to writing a daily travel diary of all the
happenings - a very precise and interesting
account of a rapidly changing world. - A True
and Stalwart mother - a courageous Swiss
Woman!
Of the many places she saw - Naples,
Palermo, Niagara Falls, she wrote that the
journey through Switzerland was the most
beautiful part of the trip, especially along the
shore of Lake Luzern and the climb through the
Alps, with the circular railway tunnels, and on
through the summit of the Gotthard Pass. Then
over the top and down through the sunny Canton
Tessin.
Her farewell thoughts, "Goodby all our dear
people and Switzerland!" She describes her
memories of the port of Genoa with all the
hustle and bustle of the many people. Then the
boarding of the vessel Dante Alighieri, and the
crowd of people on shore waving handkerchiefs
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to all their departing friends.
With pride did our dear landswoman reply
to a gentleman in the train's dining car who
asked her, "Are you German?" Answered she
proudly, "No, Swiss - Switzerland."
How beloved must her Liestal be to her that
she, in her homesickness on the ship's deck,
evenings, opened to read her book, "Spitteler's
Earliest Memories" (of Liestal)!
Apparently Swiss people overseas must
inspire friendliness and confidence. She experienced good treatment and aid at many locations.
A German-speaking lady on the ship paid much
attention to the children. At one time she told
them a fairy tale about a little star that did not
want to clean its helmet!
She describes how, on the railroad trip,
another English-speaking gentleman was so kind
as to order strawberry ice cream for her and the
children -- and how he and his wife delighted in
seeing how the children enjoyed these delicacies!
And how a train conductor gave little Ernst a
hug, when he saw the little Swiss flag on his
hat. The fellow travelers all seemed to like the
little ones.
How much wearier might the trip have been
for mother but for her labor of love of taking
care of her little ones. Oh, the many cherished
and amusing memories she must have carried
with her! Officials often patted Hans' cheeks,
and Liesli came in for her share of attention
also. The sailors and waiters on the ship soon
became good friends with the children, for the
15-day water crossing, they often laughed at
their childish antics.
Hans frequently climbed the stairs to the
first class compartment, where he would call the
waiters "uncle." He kept yelling at the sea gulls
following the ship, "cock-a-doodle-do!"
When the ship's fog horn sounded, Liesli
wanted to know if that was the factory whistle
back home sounding. At night when she heard
the machinery running below the cabin, she
1

Swiss American Historical Society Review, Vol. 32 [1996], No. 2, Art. 5

30
wondered if her aunt was making all that noise.
Then there was the siege of sea-sickness that
added to her worries about the war at sea.
It was in Naples harbor where Marieli's ball
fell overboard, and a sailor retrieved it with a
net. During their siege of seasickn~s, however,
no one could help them. Hansli wasn't sick, but
Ernst cried and vomited.
Then she writ~ about the long railroad ride,
"the sleeping on wheels," and the continual
jarring and shaking, until they were all stupefied
from wearin~s and tiredn~s.
It was in New York at Ellis Island, after
disembarkation from the ship, that the Swiss
passengers were taken to the Hotel Griitl i.
Mother had to register at the desk, then wrote a
postal card. On looking around for the children,
there was no Hansli in sight. She dashed outside and frantically searched the street, with the
horrible feeling that her Hansli was lost - lost in
a strange city. After some d~perate searching,
she found him sitting inside the hallway of a
house. She writes that never in the rest of her
life will she forget the fright.
It was during the customs inspection of her
luggage that she had a difficult time undoing the
ropes. Then the inspector turned everything
upside down and left her the task of again
repacking and retying with the ropes, while at
the same time watching the children to see that
they did not wander off and become lost among
the hundreds of people.
In reading her diary, one gets the impression
that this stout-hearted woman, in spite of her
burdens and weariness, did not fail to get her
enjoyment and interest in all these changing
seen~. Despite her weariness, she continued to
put her impressions and memories on paper.
Clearly she describes the scenes at Naples,
Palermo, and the Spanish coast. One can follow
her thoughts precisely as she describes the ship's
departure from Genoa, and the journey down the
Italian coast to Gibraltar, and how on board ship
at night no lights were permitted on deck because of war-time security.
She tells about the English torpedo boat that
stopped the Dante Alighieri in the Strait of
Gibraltar and inquired if any Germans were on
board, and on receiving a negative reply, permission to continue was granted! She describes
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how the life boats were kept in readiness for
instant use, and that they were not retracted until
near New York.
She tells about the conditions under which
the third class passengers on the ship lived; they
had all been seasick, how she had shuddered on
seeing how those people lived - the filthy quarters and deck, and how no one had bothered to
clean up.
With deep feelings she described all the
scenes around her, and how terribly homesick
she always was - and as she overlooked the
endless watery stretch~, what mystery lay deep
down in those bottomless depths.
She counted the days and hours to where
they could leave their "floating hotel." At long
last, on Saturday 12 June, 4 am, people began to
bestir themselves. At 5:30 am land was in
sight, and at 6 am breakfast.
She vividly describ~ how beautiful the
Statue of Liberty stood in New York harbor; and
coming near Ellis Island, she could see hundreds
of people waving handkerchiefs in welcome.
But now began the ordeal of the day. The
physical examination and the customs inspection.
Then the continual rush throughout the day, until
finally boarding the train that would carry them
onward West -- on to Buffalo and Chicago, with
all the train changes and her luggage transfers!
And in Winnipeg - the sleeping on waiting
room benches. Getting up at 4 am for the train
at 6 am - only to learn that the train departure
was at 6 pm.
Arriving at Edmonton at 10 pm the following day - only to learn that father was not at the
station. A telegram she had sent from Winnipeg
failed to arrive on time; and how a man came
from an immigration home with a message
telling her that father would be there the following day to take them to the new home!
"All Heil, yours faithfully!"
Note: Uncle Ernst Braun had given a copy of
Mother Thurka.uf's travel diary to the Pfarrer
(minister) K. Brefin, in Tenniken, Baselland,
who wrote his appreciation of it and submitted it
to the newspaper in Liestal. It was published on
21 October 1915. This English translation was
done by Ernest Thurka.uf in 1960, at Crystal
Beach, Florida.
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